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Send us your profile, tell us what
you are looking for, and we’ll see if we
can find the perfect match for you!
Sound familiar?

All kidding aside, this is one way
to describe the pilot project community
leaders in Winnipeg launched three
years ago. They had identified the
same thing as the Canadian CED
Network (CCEDNet) did when it
surveyed community economic
development (CED) organizations
in 2002: many people active in CED
feel that they lack many of the skills
required to pull off all the projects
that need doing.

This is why one of the pillars of the
first National CED Policy Framework
concerned building the capacity of
communities. That is also why
CCEDNet stipulated that a capacity-
building component (if only $18 million
over five years) was essential to the ill-
fated federal Social Economy Initiative
back in 2004.

To answer this need for capacity in
Winnipeg, four groups simultaneously
arrived at a series of diverse but related
concepts. They ranged from the provision
of mentoring and side-by-side training in
proposal writing, budgeting, manage-
ment, project development, and gover-
nance, all the way to direct engagement
of technical professionals, after the
example of the Community Design
Centre in Pittsburgh. The provincial
government, which was interested in
funding to address this
community need, asked the parties to go
into a room together and not come out
until they had agreed on one unified
concept.

What they emerged with was the CED
Technical Assistance Service
(CEDTAS). The main idea was to meet
with community organizations that
could identify the specific skill set they
required in order to move a project
ahead. It would be a skill set too complex
to learn in a training session and too
expensive to hire someone for: a lawyer to

something

A Win-Win-Win Concept

apply for charitable status; an architect
to draft a design for a housing co-op; a
bookkeeper to set up a financial system;
a marketing specialist to launch a social
enterprise; or a horticulturalist to plan a
community garden, for example.

The CEDTAS staff would provide
some technical support themselves
directly. Some organizations would be
referred to other, more appropriate
service providers. CEDTAS would
identify the remainder as organizations
“needing a match.” With this list of
technical needs (and opportunities!)
firmly in hand, CEDTAS would
approach professionals in the private
sector, government, crown corporations,
and universities, hospitals, and even other
experts in the nonprofit world – pretty
much anyone in Winnipeg who had the
necessary skills and who loved the idea of
applying them to advance a CED project.

A CED Service?Dating By Brendan Reimer

(above) A charrette hosted by West Broadway
Development Corporation (WBDC) to
determine the use of a vacant lot in a
neighbourhood in need of businesses,
greenspace, and a community garden. At
CEDTAS’ suggestion, WBDC asked Hilderman,
Thomas, Frank, and Cram Landscape Architects
to lead the process. Photo courtesy of WBDC.



Résumé : Une agence de

rencontre en DÉC?

CEDTAS (CED Technical Assistance Service)
Service d’appui technique en DÉC avait
pour but de faire deux choses. Il devait
aider les organisations sans but lucratif de
Winnipeg à trouver des spécialistes –
avocats, spécialistes de marketing, teneurs
de livres, horticulteurs, par exemple – pour
réaliser, sans frais, certaines tâches
techniques qui pourraient autrement
ralentir des initiatives communautaires.
C’était aussi pour aider les professionnels à
insérer brièvement leurs compétences dans
le développement communautaire et
d’obtenir beaucoup d’effet.

(above) Ndinawemaaganag
Endaawaad provides shelter, recreation, education,
and support to young people living on the streets. CEDTAS put
them in touch with a landscape architect to design this memorial
garden for Beeper Spence, an aboriginal victim of gang violence.
Photocredit: Hilderman, Thomas, Frank, and Cram Landscape
Architecture-Planning. (right) A community garden created on busy
Selkirk Avenue by Local Investment Toward Employment (LITE) with
pro bono technical expertise from the Friends of the Assiniboine Park
Conservatory. Photocredit: LITE.

(left) In the summer, Knox
CED Society and the Central
Park Residence Association
hold a Central Market to
showcase and sell the work
of artists, crafters, and
farmers in Winnipeg’s large
African community. CEDTAS
assisted with the original
concept, strategic planning,
and program evaluation.
Photocredit: CEDTAS.
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Trois ans et 325 demandes plus tard,
CEDTAS a réalisé très peu de ces deux
tâches. Les organisations matures n’ont
pas besoin d’un service de rencontre parce
que (sans surprise), ils connaissent déjà
des professionnels bénévoles à qui
s’adresser. Pour leur part, les
professionnels sont souvent non
disponibles lorsque le besoin pour leurs
compétences se fait soudain sentir. Le plus
grand nombre de demandeurs à CEDTAS
ont été des groupes communautaires à la
recherche d’appui de base en planification,

gouvernance et au niveau des opérations.
Toutefois, d’offrir ces services crée le

marché que CEDTAS devait originalement
servir. Les requêtes commencent à être
moins au niveau d’introduction et plus au
niveau technique. Il accroît aussi sa liste de
professionnels bénévoles pour qu’au moins
un soit disponible à brève échéance. Avec
l’économie en récession, et les baby-
boomers qui se retirent de leurs
professions, la demande pour CEDTAS
devrait augmenter.
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Their enthusiasm would be stoked by the knowledge that
CEDTAS had already screened the projects for readiness and
capacity, and would follow up the intervention with additional
support. No blind dates. No hand-holding. No toilet-training.
The technician would be in-and-out, and would make a differ-
ence. S/he would be asked to commit to a certain amount of pro
bono work annually, and would receive promotional recognition
in return as well as first option on the paying work that happens
along from time to time.

To make sure that governance was balanced, the Steering
Committee would have a diverse representation. Some seats
would go to organizations that were likely to use CEDTAS.
Some would go to organizations that were well connected to
other community-based initiatives, like Neighbourhood Renewal
Corporations, United Way of Winnipeg, and Local Investment
Toward Employment (LITE). Some professional volunteers
would be on the committee to ensure that the set-up met their
needs as well. The premises would be supplied by SEED
Winnipeg, a well-known and -respected CED organization in
the inner city.

www.sfu.ca/cscd/ced
250-386-9980 ext. 103

certced@sfu.ca

CEDTAS would have at its disposal a roster of technicians or
bank of pro bono hours. Community organizations would have
ready access to free professional volunteers who would move
projects ahead, enabling all sorts of higher-level activity at a faster
pace than was previously possible. And professionals would have
an agent to facilitate an effective, strategic investment of the
hours they wished to donate to the community. Win-win-win,
right?

Three years since, I have to say CEDTAS didn’t turn out quite
as we hoped. Don’t get me wrong – there has been no lack of
business. CEDTAS received 325 requests for help over the past
three years. (See the previous page for a sample.) Of the 350
people we contacted as potential volunteers, 245 indicated a
willingness to get involved should CEDTAS find a need for their
expertise. And while I don’t know the success rate for adult
dating services like Lavalife , CEDTAS managed to match about
25% of these volunteers with work in 60 community projects.

A Dose of Reality

“I’d love to volunteer to help out the community.
But I don’t want to bag groceries or wave a flag
at a walk-a-thon. I want to feel like I’m making
a real contribution with my skills.”
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This oversimplifies what was in fact a
very complex experience, of course. The
numbers do indicate the volume of
demand, supply, and matching that
occurred. They don’t really reflect the
nature and range of the requests that
CEDTAS actually received, relative to
what it expected.

As it turned out, the more established,
mature organizations – the ones that had
said they would use CEDTAS a lot –
have actually used its services the least.
These organizations were quite willing to
work through CEDTAS. They had
imagined that they would use its services
a lot – but that the right professionals
would be more or less“on tap.” Having to
wait for that professional to become

volunteers didn’t want to sign up for any
kind of annual, committed service. Many
were interested in the concept. But every
one of them said,“Call me when you have
a project ready to go and I’ll see what I
can do.” Often as not, when the call came,
with a community organization pressing
for assistance, the professionals had to
decline. They simply couldn’t fit it into
their busy schedules on short notice.
Timing, as they say, is everything.

Another common reaction was,“You
want me to work for free for an organiza-
tion with that kind of budget and access
to funds? Why would I do that? They
should hire me!” Some volunteers, of
course, liked working with an established
organization. It ensured that their work

pro bono expertise might we plug into
our project?” They were asking,“What do
we have to learn or understand in order
to turn our bright idea into a project?”

This wasn’t the service that CEDTAS
was supposed to provide, really. But it’s
hard to look a passionate, dreaming
community leader in the eyes and tell her
or him to go home and come back“when
you’re ready to request a match.” Our
own sense of solidarity, hope, and
compassion compelled us to help them
out with whatever they needed.

As it became obvious that this was
an overwhelming need, the Steering
Committee made adjustments. After all,
if CEDTAS helped groups figure things
out, their dreams would eventually
crystallize into projects with timelines,
funds, management, and technical needs.
Voilà! A ready market for pro bono
technical services, and CEDTAS would
be there to facilitate it, as originally
intended. The result was that the pilot
project began to put more time into
direct service provision instead of
brokering professional services.

As the pilot phase came to a close, a time
of reflection and evaluation ensued. This
is after all, a work in progress. How do we
narrow CEDTAS’ target market, so that
staff time can be allocated strategically
and not consumed by community
demands? Is it too early to evaluate what
is essentially a network of relationships
that will take years to nurture? If we just
doubled or tripled our pool of volunteers,
would it be possible to make more
matches at short notice? If we got these
professionals more involved in the design
of CEDTAS, would they be more likely
to volunteer?

Maybe CEDTAS should have been
designed on the basis of more concrete
research to ascertain demand (nature and
range, not volume) and not on the basis
of our personal experiences and anecdotal
evidence. But even that kind of market
research can’t guarantee if or how people
will actually use a service. Some services
simply get used once they are available –
“if you build it, they will come,” right?

Second Thoughts

available simply didn’t work, given the
scale, volume, and complexity of many
of their projects. So, they went back to
their old system of finding their own
professional volunteers.

It makes perfect sense. These
organizations know who is around and
the people who are around know them.
They know one another’s work, history,
and character. Organizations like this can
identify which skill they require and go
directly to the technical professionals
who can supply it (and even get funds to
cover the costs). They don’t need to go
through CEDTAS, particularly if doing
so slows down or jeopardizes the project.

There were also some surprises on the
other end of the relationship. The people
we envisioned as technical or professional

would lead to great outcomes. Others,
particularly the providers of contracted
services, preferred to devote their free
time to initiatives that wouldn’t fly
without pro bono support.

The biggest surprise, however, was the
nature of the requests that CEDTAS
received. The most numerous applicants
for the service didn’t know exactly what
they were looking for. Instead of
specifying a skill set for a clear project,
they needed support in working out
what they would actually like to do.
Some of them needed help with strategic
planning, and some with sustainability
planning or board governance. Some just
needed a resource person to join their
working group. In short, many commu-
nity organizations weren’t asking,“What

We need to figure out how to put volunteers to work in a way
that both enriches their lives & boosts community initiative.
We also need to find a way to provide that critical support
that almost all initiatives require to get to the stage where
they are ready for a professional volunteer.
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Our Community Investment Fund focuses on supporting initiatives that contribute to economic

revitalization of our communities and improved access and inclusion for all. For information

on our community programs, email us at communityinvestment.fund@coastcapitalsavings.com

or call 1-888-517-7000 and ask to speak to a member of the Community Investment Team.

In fact, as community organizations
get used to the idea of CEDTAS and
understand what it has to offer, more
specific requests are starting to come in.
Many of the requests that relate to
planning are now technical in nature,
rather than introductory. And if we are
able to extend our roster of professional
volunteers so that at least one party
could be available when a need arose,
maybe some of the more established
organizations will approach CEDTAS
more often as well.

It may also be important to decide
when community partners need training,
and when they need technical assistance.
Sometimes the distinction is clear;
sometimes it is not. If CEDTAS applies
pro bono technical assistance to
difficulties that might be addressed by
tailored training sessions (in strategic
planning or board governance, for
example), there may be no volunteer
hours left to“spend” on organizations
with a clear technical request. Could we
address this through partnerships with
organizations with a training capacity?
Or is the CED world’s demand for
capacity so great that it will mop up
every drop of supply and then some?

Again, looking at the last nine months
of 2008, 34 organizations received just
under $150,000 of pro bono technical
assistance. That’s nothing to sneeze at!
So let’s be clear – this isn’t an autopsy of
CEDTAS we are doing here. We are
proud of what we have created and what
it has accomplished. But we are aiming
higher.

In the summer of 2008 CEDTAS applied
to become a permanent program of
CCEDNet. It saw the advantage in direct
and regular contact with a broad network
of community organizations. Given the
impact that recession will have on the
community sector, the demand for pro
bono technical support on projects isn’t
likely to drop in the coming years.

At the same time, there is reason to
believe that the number of professional
volunteers won’t shrink, either. In the age
of corporate social responsibility, when
businesses encourage their employees to
get involved in the community, and when
baby boomers are starting to retire, the pool
of technically-capable and community-
inclined people is likely to grow. As one

Aiming Higher

recently retired financial planner from a
large insurance company told me,“I’d love
to volunteer to help out the community.
But I don’t want to bag groceries or wave
a flag at a walk-a-thon. I still have energy.
I want to feel like I’m making a real
contribution with my skills. And there
are a lot of people my age in the same
situation who’d do the same.” Here at
CEDTAS we have renewed our efforts
to drum up professional volunteers by
hiring a staff person whose sole job is
volunteer recruitment.

What we need to figure out is how to
best recruit these volunteers and put them
to work in a way that both enriches their
lives and boosts community initiative.
We also need to find a way to provide
that critical support that almost all
projects and initiatives require to get to
the stage where they are ready for a
professional volunteer. Both of these
angles require investment in relationships;
in getting both parties ready for each
other, making the match, just like a
CED Dating . . . no, I won’t say it.

BRENDAN REIMER is the Prairies/Northern
Territories Regional Co-ordinator of the
Canadian CED Network (CCEDNet). Contact him
at 204-927-3203 or breimer@ccednet-rcdec.ca.




